THE   MAN
military and social codes of honour were separate and
distinct, his dislike of mixing the taint of brigandage
with the business of war, and the regard with which he
kept his fighting machine free of encumbrance. He
recognized the starkness of his trade, and starkly per-
formed it, so that those who search his life for more than
the simple attributes of an honourable soldier will be
disappointed.
It was this reservation that made Napoleon, in the
time of his bitterness, condemn Ney as having showed
himself ea braggart without judgment and decision'.
Yet if one would efface the drabness of a mechanical age
by an epic of valour, there is no truer subject than this
captain of an invincible rear-guard, of whom the same
strict judge of men and motives also declared: cNey was
the bravest of men.5                                         ^^^^^^
The "earliest: "of Ms exploits was a duel, which occurred
when he was only a brigadier, and might have had serious
consequences but for the general relaxing of disciplinary
bonds that accompanied the Revolution. Moreover, it
was the sort of offence that officers were disposed to
wink at, since it concerned the compromising of their
regimental honour by a chasseur fencing-master, who had
got the better of several hussars in previous encounters.
At last Ney was deputed to meet him, but no sooner
had they crossed blades than the colonel appeared from
nowhere and laid a startling clutch on Ney's pigtail.
He got off with a confinement, however, which even-
tually left him free to face his antagonist a second time
and in secret. Brigadier Ney made no mistake and
opened his man's wrist, which proved so disabling that
the chasseurs were forced to look for a new fencing-
master. But later on, when success was assured him,
Ney learnt that his old adversary of barrack-square days
was in want, and with a gesture typical of the freemasonry
of the knapsack he awarded him a pension.
There is also an incident recorded in the so-called
Memoirs of * Neyf, which came from the pen of the Marshal's